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Jennifer Wingate
New Deal photographers working for the Farm Securities Administration and the Office of War Information framed Franklin
Delano Roosevelt (FDR) portraits on display in domestic interiors to reflect their own perspectives on national politics. The
portraits were significant not only for the subjects of the photographs but also for the photographers who decided when and
how to capture these interiors on film. Similarities and differences between Jack Delano’s and Gordon Parks’s early 1940s
photographs of FDR portraits in American homes highlight this period’s political tensions involving war, domestic unrest,
and the beginnings of the civil rights movement.
ON NOVEMBER 5, 1940, the incumbentDemocratic Party candidate, FranklinDe-lano Roosevelt (FDR), was elected to an
unprecedented third term thanks to support at the
polls from labor, African Americans, and foreign-
born voters. Roosevelt’s margin of victory in 1940
was not wide, despite winning a strong majority
of votes in the country’s lowest-income districts.
In the past year, he had contended with opposition
from isolationists and conservatives, Congress chip-
ping away at his administration’s domestic agenda,
and the ebbing tide of New Deal optimism. None-
theless, a day before his third inauguration, the
New York Times described the president as “serious
but not grim, concerned but not worried.” “In con-
fidence and vigor of assurance,” the article contin-
ued, he “is the same man who told the American
people, ‘The only thing we have to fear is fear it-
self.’”1 Five days after his historic re-election, a pho-
tographof a smilingRoosevelt campaigning inPhil-
adelphia the previousmonth appeared in the Picture
Parade supplement of the Philadelphia Inquirer (fig. 1).
In the photograph FDR’s face and bright smile,
offset by a dark, wide-brimmed fedora, foretell vic-
tory. Inhindsight, thepicture’s contrasts also betray
Roosevelt’s intimate knowledge of tensions brewing
at home and abroad. His sparkling eyes look side-
ways out of the frame over his right shoulder, glanc-
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ing back even as he moves forward into the inevita-
bility of war.
This photograph and others like it were torn out
of newspapers and picture magazines and pinned
up in laundries, barber shops, saloons, and the liv-
ing rooms of American homes. The portraits com-
municated gratitude, hope, and inspiration for the
people who displayed them but also reflected and
nurtured a new sense of connection between the
federal government and individual Americans dur-
ing the Great Depression and World War II. Their
display captured the attention of New Deal photog-
Fig. 1. “Franklin Delano Roosevelt, First United States President to be Re-elected for a Third
Term,” Philadelphia Inquirer, November 10, 1940, Picture Parade supplement, cover, photo Octo-
ber 23, 1940. (Photo, Franklin D. Roosevelt Presidential Library andMuseum,Hyde Park, NY.)
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raphers who sought to record American ways of life,
as well as to promote the New Deal’s programs. As
FDR entered his third term and the country entered
WorldWar II, two photographers in particular placed
an emphasis on the domestic practice of displaying
presidential portraits. All eyes were on Roosevelt as
the United States joined the Allies and as racial strife
simmered on the home front, and so were the lenses
of Ukrainian photographer Jack Delano (1914–97)
and African American photographer Gordon Parks
(1912–2006). I argue that it is no coincidence that
their photographs from the early 1940s highlight
Roosevelt portraits in American homes to an un-
precedented extent just as FDR’s negotiation of for-
eign and domestic turmoil loomed large in the pub-
lic imagination.
By 1940, when Roosevelt’s smiling face was pub-
lished in the Philadelphia Inquirer’s Picture Parade,
Americanshadgrownaccustomedto the thirty-second
president’s voice and smile, which hadhelped com-
fort and guide the nation through the Depression.
Families had listened to him in their homes since
1933, when he gave his first publicly broadcast ra-
dio address, and they had seen him in print, includ-
ing on the June 27, 1938, cover of Life magazine,
with his head tilted back in a hearty laugh (fig. 2). In
addition to offering reassurance, Roosevelt’s ebul-
lience worked to detract attention from his disabil-
ity (he had been paralyzed from the waist down at
the age of thirty-nine and could not stand or walk
unassisted), as well as fromhis true sentiments, which
those close to him knew that he did not readily re-
veal. Art historian Sally Stein has shown how artists
addressed the challenge posed by Roosevelt’s phys-
ical impairment with strategies like selective fram-
ing and displacement in their depictions of him.
Images of the president sitting at his desk or in his
car and photographs of his smiling face were com-
mon, as were more creative and surreal solutions
like a collage inVanity Fairmagazine titledTheLaugh-
ing Cavalier, in which his disembodied head repeats
in a dizzying swirl as if viewed through a kaleido-
scope.2
Head shots of Roosevelt, although more fre-
quently the conventional campaign portraits (fig. 3),
rather than the candid laughing ones, were omni-
present in the material culture of 1930s and 1940s
domestic spaces and small businesses.3 This article
examines the significance of Roosevelt portraits vis-
ible in photographs of domestic interiors produced
under the auspices of New Deal agencies the Farm
Securities Administration (FSA) and the Office of
War Information (OWI) for the subjects and for
the photographers, and the meanings of displays
of presidential portraiture in general. In particular,
the images by photographers Delano and Parks ex-
pressed the optimism that Roosevelt and his por-
trait helped inspire and also the limits of that opti-
mism. Both men worked for the FSA’s Historical
Section, one of five units in the FSA’s Information
Division, and for theOWI, after the sectionwas trans-
ferred there in October 1942.
Roosevelt and the American People
The years of Roosevelt’s presidency coincided with
enormous changes inmassmedia, not only the emer-
gence of photojournalism and magazines like Life
and Look that featured the new photoessay genre
Fig. 2. “Franklin Roosevelt and His America,” Life,
June 27, 1938, cover. (LIFE logo and cover design© Time,
Inc. LIFE and the LIFE logo are registered trademarks
of Time, Inc. used under license; photo, Time, Inc.)
2 Sally Stein, “The President’s Two Bodies: Stagings and Re-
stagings of FDR and the New Deal Body Politic,” American Art 18,
no. 1 (Spring 2004): 36–39.
3 The fig. 4 portrait was reproduced on many collectibles and
promotional giveaways in the 1930s.
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but also the rise of radio. Roosevelt’s useof radio sig-
naled a moment when political discourse entered
the domestic sphere at an accelerated pace. Stein
suggests that Roosevelt may not have returned to
politics after his paralysis without “the prosthetic as-
sistance of radio.”4 Unable to elicit awe or display
power and confidence through robust physical ac-
tion, he relied instead on his smile, his laugh, and
his voice. “Radio was still such a new force, [Amer-
icans felt] FDR’s presence in a manner so novel and
extraordinary to them that we have to make a leap
of empathy to appreciate what they experienced.”5
In a letter to President Roosevelt, a Chicago man
apologized for addressing him in such familiar terms
but couldn’t help himself, he explained, because
of “that kindly smiling face I see so much on paper
and that kindly voice I hear on the air.” In 1940,
a letter writer from Albany, Georgia, claimed she
had looked at FDR’s picture on her wall and listened
to his voice so much that “I almost feel like I know
you.” Another wrote, “I dreamt you, Mrs. Roosevelt,
a son and wife were dining at my house. I could see
you seated at the table.”6 The sheer volume of let-
ters written to the president by ordinary Americans
was unprecedented. The quotes above are from an
edited volume consisting of letters written after each
of Roosevelt’s so-called fireside chats, talks radio
broadcast to the nation over the span of his four
terms in which he discussed current events and pol-
icies in a face-to-face conversational style. A radio
talk that he gave on May 27, 1941, explaining the
nation’s war preparedness measures and justifying
his decision to addmore ships and planes to Amer-
ican patrols set a record in the history of radio.
Seventy percent of the total home audience in the
United States tuned in tohear thepresident’s words.7
Radio’s novelty, and the intimacy it conveyed dur-
ing FDR’s broadcasts, help explain the tendency
of Americans to write to him as well as to display his
portrait in their homes, sometimes alongside those
of family members.
From the standpoint of current art historical in-
terest in the circulation and reception of mass-
produced imagery and the blurring of private and
public lives engendered by digital and social media,
the Depression and World War II–era practice of
decorating one’s home with FDR portraits offers in-
triguing precedents. The pictures within pictures of
American homes serve an important function for
historians of NewDeal–era photography by remind-
ing us that “simple lives, . . . however reduced—
should not be perceived as lacking the means to
imagine the world and one’s place in it.”8 Such pa-
triotic displays highlight their subjects’ agency in
formulating and expressing ideas about citizenship,
self, and identity. Displaying a presidential photo-
graph in one’s home could certainly reflect an indi-
vidual’s support of Roosevelt at the polls, though
not necessarily in the case of black Southerners,
most of whom could not vote. “Identification with
the President” nonetheless “played an important
part in the politicization of black Americans.”9 Far
Fig. 3. Portrait, FranklinDelanoRoosevelt, 1933. (Photo,
Franklin D. Roosevelt Presidential Library and Museum,
Hyde Park, NY.)
4 Stein, “The President’s Two Bodies,” 37.
5 Lawrence and Cornelia Levine, The President and the People:
America’s Conversation with FDR (Boston: Beacon, 2002), 2.
6 Ibid., 565–68.
7 Goodwin, No Ordinary Time, 240.
8 Sally Stein, “In Pursuit of the Proximate: A Biographical In-
troduction,” in Jack Delano, Photographic Memories (Washington,
DC: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1997), xviii.
9 NancyWeiss, Farewell to the Party of Lincoln: Black Politics in the Age
of FDR (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1983), 225. “The
election of 1936 elicited expressions of support for the President
from disenfranchised blacks throughout the South” (ibid., 234).
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from being objective documents, the photographs
of these interiors reveal not only the subjects’ sup-
port of and identification with Roosevelt, but also
thephotographers’perspectives ondomestic expres-
sions of nationalism and political allegiance.10
Delano and Parks both started taking photo-
graphs for the FSA’s Historical Section relatively
late, not long before its transfer to theOWI. Delano
started at the FSA in1940 andParks in 1942. Histor-
ical Section photographers had captured domestic
interiors displaying FDR portraits on film begin-
ning as early as 1936. However, I argue that the
number and timing of Delano’s and Parks’s images
were especially significant. Eachphotographed three
or more interior scenes with FDR prominently dis-
played, and they did so at an important juncture
within the Historical Section’s duration and within
the context of Roosevelt’s presidency. Beginning in
1939, Roy Stryker, the section’s head, began asking
hisphotographers to takemoreupbeatphotographs.
He had long urged his photographers to picture the
American home, and in the late thirties and early
forties, against increasingly sinister reports of war
abroad and lingering economic troubles at home,
he persisted in his determination to record vignettes
of small-town home life to reassure viewers of the sta-
bility of American values.11WhenUS industry began
to stepupproduction for thewar effort and to supply
Britain with arms, social and labor unrest was high:
1919 and 1937 were the only years that exceeded
1941 in the number of labor strikes. The need for
positive images only grew when the United States
declared a state of unlimited national emergency in
May 1941 in response to Nazi Germany’s threats and
Roosevelt’s declaration of war on Japan in Decem-
ber. Stryker wrote to one of his photographers, not
long before he and his team were transferred to the
OWI in October 1942, asking for more pictures of
“people with a little spirit.”12 FSAphotography schol-
ars have interpreted these directives as leading the
way for the more exclusively propagandistic goals
of Stryker’s section once it was part of the OWI.
The prominent display of FDR in pictures by De-
lano and Parks speaks to a heightened need for
expressions of national unity and reflects the spot-
light on Washington, DC, and on FDR leading up
to and during World War II.
During the same period African American polit-
ical activism was growing in response to New Deal
inequities and discriminatory practices exacerbated
by war mobilization. The war renewed and refo-
cused the push for civil rights that black leaders had
been fighting for since the beginning of Roosevelt’s
presidency. A Southern-controlled Congress hin-
dered the advance of critical legislation, including
the1934Costigan-Wagner anti-lynchingbill. Roose-
velt explained his refusal to support the campaign
for federal anti-lynching legislation by telling exec-
utive secretary of the NAACP, Walter White, “I’ve
got to get legislation passed to save America. If I
come out for the anti-lynching bill, they will block
every bill I ask Congress to pass to keep America
fromcollapsing.”13Rooseveltwas referring toSouth-
ern Democrats who would oppose anything “that
hinted at federal tampering with the racial status
quo.” African Americans shifted their allegiance to
theDemocratic Party in the1936 election, due largely
to economic assistance provided by Roosevelt’s New
Deal programs, but black voter disenfranchisement
in the South “vastly inflated the power of southern
politicians in a way that allowed them to hold the
entire reform program of the NewDeal hostage.”14
Similar roadblocks obstructeddesegregationefforts.
During the war, African Americans who sought
skilled labor in industry or the military faced the
bitter irony of fighting on multiple fronts: against
fascism abroad and violence and segregation at home
and in the service. New war plants like North Amer-
ican Aviation only hired African Americans as jan-
itors, and the US Navy relegated African Amer-
icans to the roles of mess men. US Army General
George Marshall insisted that war was not the right
time “for critical experiments which would have a
highly destructive effect on morale.” Secretary of the
Navy Frank Knox threatened to resign if Roosevelt
desegregated the navy.15 As historian Elizabeth Gil-
more has shown, “political repression, segregation,
degradation, lynching, [and]apooreducational sys-
10 The subjective nature of these photographs is widely ac-
cepted today. See James Curtis, Mind’s Eye, Mind’s Truth: FSA Pho-
tography Reconsidered (Philadelphia: Temple University Press,
1989); Errol Morris, Believing Is Seeing (Observations on the Mysteries
of Photography) (London: Penguin, 2011).
11 Curtis, Mind’s Eye, Mind’s Truth, 6, 103.
12 Roy Emerson Stryker and Nancy Wood, In This Proud Land:
America, 1935–1943 as Seen in the FSA Photographs (Greenwich, CT:
New York Graphic Society, 1973), cited in Edward D. C. Camp-
bell Jr., “Shadows and Reflections: The Farm Security Adminis-
tration and Documentary Photography in Kentucky,” Register of the
Kentucky Historical Society 85, no. 4 (Autumn 1987): 297. See also
Cara A. Finnegan, Picturing Poverty: Print Culture and FSA Photographs
(Washington, DC: Smithsonian Books, 2003), 42–43.
13 Quoted in Goodwin, No Ordinary Time, 163.
14 Patricia Sullivan, Lift Every Voice and Sing: The NAACP and the
Making of the Civil Rights Movement (New York: New Press, 2009),
204, 225.
15 Goodwin, No Ordinary Time, 169.
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tem” all existed to keep the twin pillars of white
supremacy and underpaid black labor in place.16
Philip Randolph, the labor activist who had orga-
nized the Sleeping Car Porters Union in 1925, orga-
nized a National March on Washington Movement
(MOWM)inearly1941 toplanamarchtoprotest seg-
regation in the armed forces and discriminatory em-
ployment practices. Smaller civil rights victories that
had begun in the mid-thirties culminated symboli-
cally in Roosevelt’s ExecutiveOrder 8802, issued just
six days before MOWM’s scheduledmarch and after
RooseveltmetwithRandolph,WalterWhite,andedu-
cator Layle Lane. Executive Order 8802 established
the Fair Employment Practice Commission (FEPC)
and was celebrated in the black press as a second
Emancipation Proclamation and as proof that black
political leaders had persuaded a reluctant FDR to
address their needs. Even though inadequate re-
sources andenforcementmade theFEPC ineffective,
“the very idea that employment practices should be
fair to African Americans represented an enormous
departure from Jim Crow.”17 As Clarence Mitchell,
who had worked as an associate director of field
operations for the FEPC, said of the progress of
African American civil rights, “When you start at a
position of zero, even if you move up to a point of
two on a scale of twelve, it looks like a big improve-
ment.”18 A whole array of social, economic, and
political forces thus contributed to the early stir-
rings and victories of the civil rights movement, and
Franklin andEleanorRoosevelt bothwere verymuch
at the center of the American civil rights conversa-
tion in the early 1940s.
Even thoughRooseveltdidnotachieve thecritical
civil rights advances black leaders had hoped for, his
administration paved the way for increased black po-
litical involvement. By the mid-thirties he had ap-
pointed an unprecedented number of black Amer-
icans to advisory roles, a group of eminent men and
women including educator Mary McLeod Bethune;
executive secretary of the Urban League, Eugene K.
Jones; and field secretary of the NAACP, William
Pickens. They comprised FDR’s so-called Black Cabi-
net or Black Brain Trust and became links between
the New Deal administration and the civil rights
movement by raising New Dealers’ awareness of
discrimination.19 Additionally, historians credit ef-
forts by Eleanor Roosevelt for White House willing-
ness to hear complaints about New Deal discrimi-
nation and for negotiating meetings between the
president and African American leaders.20NewDeal
programs, though hampered in practice by insti-
tutional and structural racism, in theory had been
aimed at helping all who sought jobs, both white
andblackAmericans alike. As historian Patricia Sul-
livanhaswritten inher book on theNAACPand the
civil rights movement, “the dramatic intervention
of the federal government in the life of the nation
was reminiscent of Reconstruction, reviving the idea
of national citizenship andoffering a lever for blacks
to assert their rights.”21 Sullivan also cites W. E. B.
Du Bois, who observed that NewDeal programs nur-
tured “a new anddirect connection between the fed-
eral government and the individual.”22This connec-
tion, the symbolic and psychological significance of
Roosevelt’s 1941 executive order, and the political
imperatives of World War II all help to explain the
heightened compositional weight given to FDR’s
portraits in New Deal photographs taken by Delano
and Parks in the early 1940s. Moreover, the new cli-
mate of African American political activism contex-
tualizes some of the qualities that distinguish Parks’s
images fromDelano’s. Parks, whoexpressed a desire
to use his camera to end racism, took the most pho-
tographs featuring FDRportraits of any FSA photog-
rapher. The centrality of FDR in his pictures, as well
as how he framed them and juxtaposed them with
his subjects, acknowledge Roosevelt’s complex role
in the fight for racial equality in Washington, DC,
in the early 1940s.
FDR Portraits in FSA Photographs
Jack Delano’s first domestic interior to feature a
portrait of Roosevelt, taken in December 1940, has
some qualities in common with those taken by FSA
photographers during the previous half-decade but
also illustrates how FDR’s portrait played amore as-
sertively symbolic role in the early forties (fig. 4).
Taken shortly after Roosevelt’s election to a third
term and a year before US entry into World War II,
Delano’s photograph sends a message of hope
at a time when Stryker had already started seek-
ing less depressing imagery. It also demonstrates
16 Glenda Elizabeth Gilmore, Defying Dixie: The Radical Roots of
Civil Rights, 1919–1950 (New York: W. W. Norton, 2008), 361.
17 Ibid., 362.
18 Weiss, Farewell to the Party of Lincoln, 211.
19 Harvard Sitkoff, A New Deal for Blacks: The Emergence of Civil
Rights as a National Issue, vol. 1, The Depression Decade (New York: Ox-
20 Goodwin, No Ordinary Time, 163.
21 Sullivan, Lift Every Voice and Sing, 190.
22 Weiss, Farewell to the Party of Lincoln, 214.
ford University Press, 1978), 78–79; Weiss, Farewell to the Party of
Lincoln, 133–56.
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how FSA photographers repurposed FDR portraits
on display in their subjects’ homes to reinforce
their ownperspectives andallegiances.Delano spoke
of his admiration for Roosevelt in a 1965 inter-
view about his time in Georgia in the early 1940s.
“We idolized President Roosevelt,” Delano said; “we
thought that he was the savior of the country and
the New Deal programs were doing a great deal
of good . . . [they] were very much part of what I
believed in.”23 Delano, born Jasha Ovcharov, came
to the United States from Ukraine with his family
when he was eight. He spoke Yiddish and Russian
and had no knowledge of English when he started
school. He did not change his surname until the
late 1930s, when a classmate at the Pennsylvania
Academy of the Fine Arts suggested that he take her
family’s name. The name, pronounced “Delayno,”
was not an obvious homage to President Roosevelt
despite the photographer’s high regard for him.24
Yet his childhood experience adjusting to life in
the United States may help explain the sensitivity
of his views of immigrant family subjects. Delano’s
photograph, taken in the vicinity of Falmouth, Mas-
sachusetts, is accompanied by the caption: “The
family of Peter V. Andrews, a Portuguese FSA client.
They run a 7 acre vegetable farm. They have just
bought the first cow they ever had, of which they
are very proud. Mr. Andrews works as a day laborer
at a nearby army camp.”25Thepicturewas originally
Fig. 4. Jack Delano, The family of Peter V. Andrews, a Portuguese FSA client, 1940. (LC-USF34-042905-D, FSA/OWI Collec-
tion, Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress.)
23 Louis Schmier and Denise Montgomery, “The Other De-
pression: The Black Experience in Georgia through an FSA Pho-




24 Stein, “In Pursuit of the Proximate,” xxii. Though I cannot
prove that Delano took his surname as an homage to Roosevelt,
many Americans did name their newborns after FDR. See Weiss,
Farewell to the Party of Lincoln, 218. The phenomenon also was im-
mortalized in a song recorded by Ella Fitzgerald in 1938, “Frank-
lin D. Roosevelt Jones.”
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filed with FSA photographic lot 1260, for which
Delano wrote the following description: “portraits
of Armenian, Italian, and Portuguese part-time
farmers. Elderly and middle-aged men and women
who operate dairy truck and poultry farms. In the
summer supplementing incomes by fishing and
working in mills or nearby towns and army camps
during the winter months. Interiors and farm-
steads.”26 Since the family is an FSA client, this im-
age is an example of a project photograph, taken
to show the benefits of FSA assistance.
Historical Section photographers had two goals
in taking photographs. Project photographs pro-
vided visual evidence of the FSA’s agricultural pro-
grams to educate farmers about this available assis-
tance and to persuade Congress of their necessity
and success. The section ultimately strove to go be-
yond this original mandate to create a comprehen-
sive visual record ofAmerican life. Thus, whilemany
of the175,000black-and-whitefilmnegatives inFSA
files demonstrated the work and accomplishments
of specific program initiatives, some contributed to
the larger goal of collectively preserving aspects of
American life during a turbulent and transitional
era of US history.27 Historian Cara Finnegan has
revealed that while Stryker was dedicated to sup-
porting the progressive aims of the FSA by illustrat-
ing the connection between rural poverty and poor
land practices, several Historical Section photog-
raphers later expressed doubt regarding the level
of his commitment to facilitating contemporary so-
cial change. They suspected his real motivation was
collecting images, not using them.28 Regardless of
Stryker’s politics, however, or the section’s stated
purpose, the actual uses to which the photographs
wereputvariedwidely.Whilemanywerereproduced
in newspapers, scholarly journals, government bro-
chures, photo essay books, andmass-market picture
magazines, many others were never distributed or
publishedinthe1930sand1940s.29 Ihavenotfound
anyevidencethat thisparticularDelanophotograph
was published in the 1940s, though, as FSA photog-
raphy scholars have noted, it is possible that Stryker
distributed the photograph to a magazine or news
outlet thatdidnot, in theend, choose topublish it.30
Delano, whohad trained as a painter in Philadel-
phia, put his fine art background to work by paying
characteristic attention to composition, carefully
posing the Andrews family, and taking account of
the pictures on the wall of their home and their spa-
tial relationship to his subjects. In his interview with
RichardDoud for the Smithsonian, Delano remem-
bers “a period of very carefully setting up pictures . . .
and very carefully lighting them. . . . And there was a
whole series that I had done up in Rhode Island of
a depressed area—Portuguese fisherman and farm-
ers and these were kind of family portraits, some of
them, in which the wide angle lens would be used
and people would be dispersed throughout the
room very carefully placed in certain places.”31
Though the Rhode Island family Delano recalls in
this interview may not be the Massachusetts family
photographed here, its studied composition none-
theless is similar to what Delano describes and
speaks toDelano’s conscious decisionmaking inor-
chestrating his pictures.
A portrait of Roosevelt with a broad grin, a cal-
endar, and a reproduction of Leonardo da Vinci’s
Last Supper adorn the farmhouse wall against which
Delano arranged his subjects. A triangle orders the
space of the shot, with the smiling FDR portrait
at its apex and a stern grandmother in her rocker
anchoring the composition at lower right. Roose-
velt, in a sense, takes the place of the male head of
household, who is not present even thoughDelano’s
caption mentions him. The Andrews family appears
to have obtained their portrait of Roosevelt from
the color rotogravure section of a newspaper, pos-
sibly the Picture Parade section of the Philadelphia
Inquirer described above or one like it.32 A little boy,
one of Peter Andrews’s sons (possibly about the
same age Delano was when he came to America),
looks directly at the viewer, breaking the frame of
thephotograph and connecting viewerwith subject.
26 Reel 26, FSA/OWI collection, Prints and Photographs Di-
vision, Library of Congress, Washington, DC.
27 When the FSA/OWI dissolved, all of the prints and nega-
tives were transferred to the Library of Congress. The black-and-
white prints remain to this day in a bank of file cabinets in the
Prints and Photographs Division. They are also digitized and can
be viewed on the Library of Congress website. There is also a collec-
tion of 1,600 color photographs, consisting of color transparencies
ranging from 35mm to 4# 5 inches, www.loc.gov/pictures/collec
tion/fsac/about.html.
28 Finnegan, Picturing Poverty, 44, 54.
29 Finnegan shows in Picturing Poverty how FSA photographs
were used to frame particular kinds of stories about rural poverty
in Survey Graphic, Look, and U.S. Camera. In looking for published
FSA photographs, I have relied mostly on Penelope Dixon’s Photog-
30 Finnegan, Picturing Poverty, 72–75.
31 Oral history interview with Jack and Irene Delano, June 12,
1965, Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution, Wash-
ington, DC.
32 I thank Matthew C. Hanson, archivist, Franklin D. Roosevelt
Presidential Library, for helping me to identify this portrait.
raphers of the Farm Security Administration: An Annotated Bibliography,
1930–1980 (New York: Garland, 1983) and microfilmed press clip-
pings in the Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division,
Washington, DC.
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The viewer’s eye moves back and forth among the
faces and pictures along the sides of the triangle,
returning again and again to the boy, who, together
withFDR, representshope.Young and old, past and
future, skepticism and promise—all are present
within the borders of this framing triangle. If the
Last Supper offered da Vinci a vehicle for the expres-
sion of human emotion, this domestic interior with
FDR’s chuckling face and the boy’s innocent curios-
ity offered Delano something similar. In writing
about the documentary impulse, literary scholar
William Stott quotes Stryker’s explanation of the
emotional significance of 1930s documentary pho-
tography in America, in which information and af-
fect combine to communicate to the viewer “what it
would feel like to be an actual witness to the scene.”33
HereDelano harnesses FDR’s cheerful face to send
a positive message about this young Portuguese im-
migrant boy’s future as a beneficiary of Roosevelt’s
New Deal. Bymeticulously composing the shot and
arranging his subjects, Delano was able to repur-
pose Roosevelt’s smiling image to accentuate and
intensify the family’s gratitude to FDR andDelano’s
own support of FDR’s programs.
The effective ideological use to which Delano
puts FDR’s portrait in his photograph of the An-
drews family is more pronounced than in 1930s
FSA photographs of interiors where FDR’s portrait
is on display, such as Arthur Rothstein’s image of
the tobacco tenant farmers, the Lynch family, in
NorthCarolina (1936, fig. 5), or Russell Lee’s pho-
tograph of the interior of a farmer’s home in the
cut-over regions of Michigan (1937, fig. 6). In the
former, the portrait is small and difficult to see
clearly. It is not integrated compositionally into
the family group as it is in Delano’s portrait of the
Massachusetts Portuguese family. In the second,
FDR’sportrait ispartiallyobscuredbyaguitarhang-
ing on the wall and overshadowed by a cacophony
of décor, including a deer head, several rifles, a
clock, a calendar, and a picture of a young woman
with a dog, among other pictures and ephemera.
In these photographs, as in several photographs
of bars and barbershops by Rothstein, Dorothea
Lange, and Marion Post Wolcott, FDR’s portrait
plays a minor, though not inconsequential, role
in establishing the background and context for
the photographer’s subject. HistorianMilesOrvell
has identified characteristics of what might be
called an “FSA style . . . a descriptive approach that
was governed by the need for certain illustrative
pictures; a tendency to frame figures in space so
as to provide contextual information about hous-
ing, land conditions, work, family.”34 Stryker en-
couraged this approach by writing shooting scripts
that prompted photographers to look for details
and to capture the textures and rhythms of ordi-
nary people’s daily lives—including the way they
decorated the walls of their homes.35 His corre-
spondence reveals a deep desire for intimacy as
he urged his photographers to enter private spaces
in order to convey feeling and lend gravitas to oth-
erwise unmoving pictures of mundane activities
and scenery. Early in his working relationship with
photographer Russell Lee (1903–86), for exam-
ple, Stryker, after seeing a batch of Lee’s prints,
prodded him to go further with his fieldwork. In-
stead of photographing several different Illinois
families in front of their residences, Stryker sug-
gested Lee spend more time with fewer families,
coveringlessbut ingreaterdepth.36Withinthecon-
textualizing aims of the FSA style, photographers
nonetheless expressed their own perspectives,
views, and styles, as well as accentuating (or some-
times questioning) the promotional aims of the
agency.37
In some 1930s photographs of domestic interi-
ors featuring FDR portraits, for instance, as in the
1940 photograph of the Andrews family, the place
of FDR’s portrait within the photographic composi-
tion is significant and appears to have been framed
purposefully to underscore the success of New Deal
programs and highlight the Roosevelt administra-
tion’s role in making those programs a reality. One
example is a photograph that Lee took in May 1938
when he was documenting an FSA project for the
rehabilitation of farm labor in southeastern Mis-
souri (fig. 7). Both he and John Vachon recorded
FSA clients “moving furniture and possessions into
completed prefabricated farmhomes,” among other
33 Roy E. Stryker, “Documentary Photography,” Complete Pho-
tographer 21 (April 1942): 1365. Stryker’s article is cited in William
Stott, Documentary Expression and Thirties America (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1973), 29.
34 Miles Orvell, ed., John Vachon’s America: Photographs and
Letters from the Depression to World War II (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 2003), iv.
35 Lawrence Levine, “The Historian and the Icon: Photogra-
phy and the History of the American People in the 1930s and
1940s,” in Documenting America, 1935–1943, ed. Carl Fleischhauer
and Beverly Brannan (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1988), 39.
36 Letter, Roy Stryker to Russell Lee, January 19, 1937, reel
NDA31, Stryker Papers, Archives of American Art, Smithsonian
Institution, Washington, DC.
37 Finnegan, Picturing Poverty.
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domestic activities.38 In a photograph of the presi-
dent of the La Forge cooperative association sitting
in his living room, Lee frames his subject to provide
ample information pertaining to the quality of the
man’s new living conditions. Moreover, in this im-
age, FDR’s portrait is studiously juxtaposed with
the subject. The man sits in an upholstered arm-
chair in his well-appointed government-subsidized
home beside a table with two framed portraits, one
of FDR and one of a family member, perhaps the
man’s father. FDR’s framed portrait is eye level with
the seated subject, who doesn’t look at the camera,
but gazes solemnly forward. The man and the por-
traits on the table beside him are both located to
the left of the composition’s center, leaving space
in the center of the photograph, inviting the viewer
to apprize theman’s householdpossessions: an elab-
oratemirror, comfortable furniture, and severalmore
family portraits, all of which somewhat incongruously
inhabit the rustic wood-paneled room. Although
this photograph does not appear to have been pub-
lished, other photographs of interiors from this se-
ries were published in the Saint Louis Post-Dispatch
and the Weekly Kansas City Star in June and Decem-
ber 1938, respectively, to promote the work of the
FSA. Their headlines read, “Missouri’s ‘100 Fam-
ilies’ Get Houses for Shanties” and “A Missouri
County Shakes off the Share Cropper Yoke.”39 In
this project photograph Lee strategically juxtaposed
FSA client and FDR portrait with the latter intended
to enhance that promotional function.
Painter BenShahn (1898–1969), an outspoken
supporter of Roosevelt, demonstrated his allegiance
during the period he took photographs for Stry-
ker’s team from 1935 to 1938. He photographed
a framed version of Roosevelt’s popular 1933 por-
trait (see fig. 3) hanging on the wall of a home
in the Westmoreland Homesteads, Pennsylvania,
in 1937 (fig. 8) and photographed Roosevelt cam-
38 Caption for FSA lot 1195, reel 72, FSA/OWI collection,
Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress, Washing-
ton, DC.
Fig. 5. Arthur Rothstein,Mr. and Mrs. Louis Lynch, tract no. 189, Johnston County, North Carolina, 1936. (LC-USF33-
T01-002335-M2, FSA/OWI Collection, Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress.)
39 Reel 22, lot 12024, oversize box 7, FSA/OWI written
records, Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress,
Washington, DC.
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paign posters in an Ohio living room in the sum-
mer of 1938.40 Shahn also kept a file of FDR-related
clippings ranging from campaign posters to photos
of women potato chip factory workers posing be-
side FDR portraits that served as morale-boosting
uplift during their long days of repetitive labor
(fig. 9).41 Pictures such as thesewere among source
files that Shahn drew ideas from for his paintings.42
Moreover, he referenced the practice of FDR por-
trait display in his 1938mural for the Jersey Home-
steads Community Center, the only known New
Deal mural to include an image of Roosevelt.43 The
mural features Jewish immigrants, labor organizers,
and others coming together to create a place of
economic stability for Jewish workers in America.44
In this complex multifigure (and multiscene) mu-
Fig. 6. Russell Lee, Interior of William Shanard’s home, Iron County, Michigan, April–May 1937. (LC-USF34-010910-D,
FSA/OWI Collection, Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress.)
40 See Shahn’s 1938 photograph, The living room in the home of
the Thaxtons, Mechnicsburg, Ohio, which features signs that read “Re-
elect Roosevelt” and “Take no chances go all the way with
Roosevelt.” LC-USF33- 006601-M4, Prints and Photographs Divi-
sion, Library of Congress, Washington, DC.
41 The label on the back reads: “Adele Serruti, member of Lo-
cal 6, International Longshoremen and Warehousemen’s Union,
finds a picture of President Roosevelt pasted up on her machine
where she can see it as she works, an inspiration for speeding up
her job of filling bags of potato chips at the California Potato Chip
company inOakland.” Folder 6, box 29, Ben Shahn Papers, Archives
of American Art, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, DC.
42 Source Files, Series 7, Ben Shahn Papers, Archives of Amer-
ican Art, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, DC. For more infor-
43 Shahn painted the mural for the Jersey Homesteads Com-
munity Center (now the Roosevelt, NJ, public school) under the
auspices of the FSA’s Special Skills Division, where Shahn worked;
their mission was to place art in every resettlement community.
44 Diana Linden, “Ben Shahn’s New Deal Murals: Jewish Iden-
tity in the American Scene,” in The Social and the Real: Political Art of
the 1930s in the Western Hemisphere, ed. Alejandro Anreus and Diana
Linden (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2006),
243–51.
mation on Shahn’s source files, see Laura Katzman, “Source Mat-
ters: Ben Shahn and the Archive,” Archives of American Art Journal 54,
no. 2 (Fall 2015): 4–33; Deborah Martin Kao, Laura Katzman, and
Jenna Webster, Ben Shahn’s New York: The Photography of Modern Times
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Art Museums, 2000).
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ral, Shahn includes a reproduction of the 1936
“Gallant Leader” FDR campaignposter, rather than
a portrait of Roosevelt himself (even though Shahn
includes full portraits of other eminentmen; fig. 10).
Sally Stein suggests Shahn made this substitution
as a way to creatively address the artistic challenge
posed by FDR’s disability.45 In the midst of the ac-
tivity portrayed in the mural, a static poster stands
in for the president’s body, Stein writes, “prema-
turely retiring [him] from active political life when
he had only just begun his second term.” “Perhaps
for this reason,” she continues, “the head of Roose-
velt tightly framed as a picture within a larger pic-
ture remained a relatively rareNewDeal–era conven-
tion.” Though rare in a mural, this conceit certainly
was not rare in New Deal–era photography. More-
over, it could not have been an accident that, in
the mural, Shahn juxtaposed a family with FDR’s
portrait on the wall, given the display of FDR by fam-
ilies in homes Shahn had photographed.
Anotherphotographofadomestic interior featur-
ingaprominentFDRportrait, taken in1937, the year
before Lee’s photo of La Forge and the same year
as Shahn’s photo of theWestmorelandHomesteads,
also anticipates the Delano and Parks images from
the 1940s. Lewis Hine’s 1937 photograph of an un-
employed coal worker in Scott’s Run, West Virginia,
wasnotmadeforStryker’sHistoricalSection,but to il-
lustrateNationalResearchProject (NRP) statistics on
the rehabilitation of the coal industry (fig. 11). Ac-
cording to historian Kate Sampsell-Willmann, NRP
workers, more so than Stryker’s photographers, had
an agenda to promote the work of the NRP without
showing “the misery of the human condition.”46
Though this photograph elicits sympathy for the sub-
Fig. 7. Russell Lee, Southeast Missouri Farms. President of La Forge, Missouri, cooperative association in living room of home on
new farm unit, La Forge project, Missouri, 1938. (LC-USF34-031149-D, FSA/OWI Collection, Prints and Photo-
graphs Division, Library of Congress.)
45 Stein, “The President’s Two Bodies,” 37.
46 Kate Sampsell-Willman, Lewis Hine as Social Critic ( Jackson:
University of Mississippi Press, 2009), 254.
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ject by showing him cooking for himself on a coal-
heated stove in his modest miner’s shack, the most
prominentwall decoration, and the only fully visible
picture, is a printed portrait of Roosevelt with an at-
tached calendar. The calendar and print are com-
pliments of “Nick Kapnicky General Merchandise,
Jere, West Virginia.” The full caption that Hine pro-
vided for the image reads: “Unemployed bachelor,
Jere—This is typical of a particular group of men
in an abandoned camp. He speaks English badly
but indicated that the government was interested
in his welfare by indicating the pictures on the wall.
March 19, 1937.”The portrait printed on the calen-
dar was thewidelydistributed1933photograph,used
often in promotional giveaways, showing a thought-
ful but kind-looking Roosevelt who displays the sug-
gestion of a reassuring smile (see fig. 3). Hine jux-
taposes the unemployed worker with the portrait of
themanwhoseNewDeal programs very likely saved
him fromhomelessness and starvation. The picture
does not, however, project undiluted patriotism or
gratitude. Rather, the man’s stark living conditions,
and his bowed head as he stirs his supper in a sauce-
pan on the stove, invite the viewer to recognize the
sometimes poignant irony of faith in the federal
government, as well as the power of public icons.
As Sampsell-Willmann describes the tension in this
otherwise relatively straightforward image, “Hine
took it upon himself in Scott’s Run to show both
the conditions and the large impact of any effort at
all, and he did so in nearly every picture hemade.”47
Hine’s photograph thus foreshadows some of Gor-
don Parks’s New Deal photographs taken in the
1940s that giveprominence to and celebrateRoose-
velt at the same time that they expose the fragility
of that patriotic formula.
Jack Delano and Gordon Parks
GordonParks’sphotographsexhibita similar friction
to that apparent in Hine’s 1937 photo of the coal
worker, but Parks’s photographs were taken in the
nation’s capital in theearly1940s at apivotalmoment
for race relationsandcivil rights reform.LikeDelano,
Fig. 8. Ben Shahn, Wall decorations in a home, Westmoreland Homesteads, Pennsylvania, 1937. (LC-USF33-006370-
M1, FSA/OWI Collection, Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress.)
47 Ibid., 251.
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Parks returned to the subject of Rooseveltmore than
once, but Parks’s images are less straightforward in
their celebration of FDR than Delano’s and speak
more to the ambiguity of Roosevelt’s civil rights leg-
acy. It is perhaps no coincidence that Parks, the only
AfricanAmericanphotographer towork for Stryker’s
Historical Section, was also the one who made the
most pictures that featured the prominent inclusion
of FDR portraits. Comparing Delano’s photographs
oftwotextileworkers intheirhomeinGreeneCounty,
Georgia (1941), with Parks’s two versions of Wash-
ington (southwest section) D.C. Negro woman in her bed-
room (1942, hereafterD.C.Negro woman in her bedroom)
highlights the multivalent meaning of FDR por-
traits in domestic interiors during World War II, in-
cluding their use by photographers to make their
own political statements.
WhenDelanowas on assignment inGreensboro,
Georgia, working with sociologist Arthur Raper, he
photographed a young couple in their home. The
subjects,Mr. andMrs.MalcombMayfield, were both
textile workers at the Mary-Leila CottonMill. Other
pictures in the series show workers at the mill, Tex-
tile Workers Union meetings, and Congress of In-
dustrial Organizations (CIO) members. In one of
Delano’s photographs of the Mayfields, the couple
stands before a framed handkerchief printed with
Roosevelt’s portrait (fig. 12). FDR’s portrait occu-
pies a place of honor in their home, where it is cen-
tered above the clock on the mantelpiece and posi-
tioned higher than any other picture on the wall.
The handkerchief’s printed image of FDR, shown
looking over his proper left shoulder, resembles
the portrait used on Roosevelt’s 1936 “A Gallant
Leader” campaign poster, a poster that had been
widely displayed in homes and small businesses in
the late 1930s (and visible in photographs by Mar-
garet Bourke-White and Dorothea Lange, and in
Shahn’s mural).48
Fig. 9. Adele Serruti, member of Local 6, International Longshoremen and Warehousemen’s Union, California Potato
Chip company, Oakland, CA, ca. 1930s–40s. (Ben Shahn Papers, 1879–1990, bulk 1933–1970, Archives
of American Art, Smithsonian Institution.)
48 The Gallant Leader campaign poster hangs on the wall of a
saloon in a photo essay by Margaret Bourke-White, titled “Roo-
sevelt’s Wild West,” that appeared in the first issue of Lifemagazine
(November 23, 1936). The same poster hangs behind the bar in
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In another photo Delano took of the Mayfields,
the existence of which illustrates how he experi-
mented with different views of the same subject,
the couple smile and appear more relaxed, but
they are positioned to the side of the mantelpiece,
and only the corner of the FDR handkerchief ’s
frame is visible (fig. 13). Other personal effects can
be seen, but not theRoosevelt portrait. JackDelano’s
wife, Irene, had a knack for putting subjects at ease
Fig. 10. Mural, Arthur Rothstein (photographer), Ben Shahn (painter), Jersey Homesteads, de-
tail showing FDR portrait, Roosevelt, New Jersey, 1937–38. (LC-USF34-026332-D, FSA/OWI
Collection, Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress.)
Dorothea Lange’s 1938 photograph, Crystal Palace Saloon, Tomb-
stone, AZ. Original bar of “Helldorado.” LC-USF34-018200-E
[P&P], lot 656, Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Con-
gress, Washington, DC.
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by engaging them with small talk.49 In this photo,
viewers may be seeing the results of her charms in
the couple’s loose and comfortable demeanor.
When they were in the field, the Delanos looked
through Jack’s contact sheets from Washington to-
gether, marking each to indicate which should be
printed back in the FSA labs in DC. In the case of
the two photos of the Mayfields, the versions with
and without the framed FDR portrait made it into
the file.
Tellingly, it is the image with Roosevelt’s portrait
that appeared in Raper’s 1943 Tenants of the Almighty,
a study of the impact of the Depression and federal
recovery programs in Greene County, Georgia.50
With a combination of text by Raper and illustra-
tions by Delano selected by photographer Ed Ros-
skam, the book covered the conditions of both black
and white populations in Greene County and, in
particular, how the FSA’s Unified Farm Program at-
tempted to improve health and farming in the area.
A reviewer in 1943 wrote that Raper gave “a sympa-
thetic account of activities of the Farm Securities
Administration and other government agencies in
Greene County during the past few years.. . . More
and better government work has been done in the
whole social sphere in this county than has been
done or could have been done for all or even a large
number of the cotton belt counties.”51 Delano’s pic-
ture of the two patriotic mill workers, standing in
a comfortable home decorated by Roosevelt’s por-
trait, helped support Raper’s observations about
the benefits of government rehabilitation programs
in Georgia.52 As for the Mayfields themselves, they
Fig. 11. Lewis Hine, Unemployed bachelor, Jere, West Virginia, March 1937. (Photo no. 69-RP-113, National Research
Project, National Archives.)
49 Jack Delano, Photographic Memories (Washington, DC: Smith-
sonian Institution Press, 1997), 35.
50 Arthur Franklin Raper, Tenants of the Almighty by Arthur F.
Raper; FSA Photographs by Jack Delano (New York: Macmillian, 1943).
51 H. C. Nixon, “Review of Tenants of the Almighty by Arthur F.
Raper,” Journal of Southern History 9, no. 4 (November 1943): 584.
52 Raper’s text identifies a couple who worked at the mill as
the Lingolds, on the same page where Delano’s photograph of
the Mayfields appears. As was common in the photo text genre
of the period, the photographs in Tenants are not captioned, but
rather are arranged to correspond broadly with themes in the text.
Therefore, even though we know from FSA records and captions
that Delano’s photograph shows the Mayfields, Delano’s photo-
graph appears alongside text that names a different couple. The
Mayfields are identified in the titles listed in the Library of Con-
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may have felt allegiance and gratitude toward FDR
because of their union’s endorsement of Roosevelt.
The Mary-Leila Cotton Mill had closed in 1941 for
four months due to labor disputes but reopened
thanks to a new union contract. Among Delano’s
photographs are CIO members picketing outside
a mill in May 1941 and demanding a new contract.
TheCIO supportedRoosevelt, and thoughaUnited
Textile Workers strike had ended badly in 1934,
World War II production had improved the out-
look for mill workers in Greene County. The war
created more jobs and contributed to a high level
of home-front war participation among Georgia
mill workers.53 If the Mayfields were CIOmembers
at the time of Delano’s photo, the CIO’s endorse-
ment of FDRmay have been a factor in their display
of his portrait in their home. However, it was likely
Delano who chose to pose them in front of the
portrait for the photograph in Raper’s book, and
the book’s photo editor, Rosskam, who chose that
version of their portrait for publication, proving
the many layers of intention and signification sur-
rounding FSA photos.
Two of the pictures that Parks made while pho-
tographing the District in November 1942, both ti-
tled Washington (southwest section) D.C. Negro woman
in her bedroom (figs. 14, 15), offer a point of compar-
ison with Delano’s portrait of the Mayfields. They
express African American support for Roosevelt,
just as Delano’s portrait showed labor union sup-
port for FDR in Greene County, Georgia. However,
Parks had a knack for posing and juxtaposing his
subjects to underscore the irony of a situation, and
he composes these photographs not only to under-
score African American allegiance to FDR in the
early 1940s but also to recognize the limits of what
FDRwas able to accomplish in the area of civil rights
for America’s black citizens. In the photos, a woman
sits onher bed in a roomwith a large portrait of FDR
on the wall. The portrait is signed and dated with
the date of his third inauguration, January 20th,
Fig. 12. Jack Delano, Two millworkers [Mr. and Mrs. Mal-
comb Mayfield] standing in living room with picture of F. D.
Roosevelt on wall at left, Greensboro, Greene County, Geor-
gia, November 1941. (LC-USF34-046442-D, FSA/OWI
Collection, Prints and Photographs Division, Library of
Congress.)
Fig. 13. Jack Delano, Mr. and Mrs. Malcomb Mayfield,
Greensboro, Greene County, Georgia, November 1941.
(LC-USF34-046451-D, FSA/OWI Collection, Prints and
Photographs Division, Library of Congress.)
53 Arden Williams, “Textile Industry,” New Georgia Encyclopedia,
October 5, 2007, http://www.georgiaencyclopedia.org/articles
/business-economy/textile-industry.
gress record for the photographs, LC-USF34-046442-D and LC-
USF34-046451-D.
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1941, and is given as much compositional weight
(if not more) as the woman herself.54 However, in
both photographs the face of the woman and the
face of Roosevelt look away from each other. In
one, her arms support her, hands pressed on the
bedcover on either side (fig. 14). She looks out of
Fig. 14. Gordon Parks, Washington (southwest section), D.C., Negro woman in her bedroom, Novem-
ber 1942. (LC-USW3-011047-C, FSA/OWI Collection, Prints and Photographs Division, Li-
brary of Congress.)
54 I thank Jan Grenci, reference specialist in the Prints and
Photographs Division of the Library of Congress, for helping me
to read the date on the signed portrait featured in Parks’s photo-
graph. A framed version of a very similar signed photograph was
listed on e-bay on July 25, 2016, http://www.ebay.com/itm/Franklin
-Delano-Roosevelt-signed-color-photo-Jan-20-1941-3RD-INAUGURA
TION-RARE-/162032079197?. This slightly different portrait had
been published in color on the cover of the Sunday News (a precursor
to theNew York Daily News) on July 14, 1940, the day before Roosevelt
was named the democratic candidate at the Democratic National
Convention. In it, Roosevelt’s eyes are directed toward the viewer,
but in the photo on the wall in Parks’s photo, his gaze is directed up-
ward and his lips are slightly parted. Despite these differences, they
appear to have been taken at the same time. Signed versions may
have been sold by the newspaper or by a Washington, DC, picture
company.
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thephotograph’s frameoverherproper right shoul-
der, as if anticipating something or someone. In
the other, she faces forward, with her hands resting
on top of one another in her lap, her eyes lowered
(fig. 15).
Both images project a tense restlessness, espe-
cially when seen alongside others in the series where
the woman is working, drawing water from an out-
door spigot, and washing clothes in a metal tub in
her kitchen. She performs domestic labor in these
photos with captions that highlight the poor living
conditions of AfricanAmericans in the capital: “Ne-
gro woman in her backyard. The wooden privy and
the source for drinking water are side by side.” In
some the woman looks directly at the camera, but
not in the photos featuring FDR’s portrait (fig. 16).
Moreover, in the bedroom pictures, Parks photo-
graphed the woman indirectly by capturing her re-
flection in amirror, further disconnecting her from
both the viewer and the Roosevelt portrait on her
Fig. 15. Gordon Parks, Washington (southwest section), D.C., Negro woman in her bedroom, Novem-
ber 1942. (LC-USW3- 011048-C, FSA/OWI Collection, Prints and Photographs Division, Li-
brary of Congress.)
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wall. Despite occupying the same room, she and
Roosevelt appear as psychologically and spatially
removed from one another as possible. When com-
paredwithDelano’s photoof theMayfields inGeor-
gia, Parks accentuates the DC woman’s inaction
and distance from Roosevelt. In Delano’s picture,
the Mayfields occupy space that extends into the
viewer’s. Cut off by the bottom edge of the picture,
the Mayfields’ position within the composition sig-
nals a momentary pause rather than indefinite mo-
tionlessness. In Parks’s photo, the woman appears
trapped within the confines of her humble space.
Gordon Parks moved toWashington to join the
FSA in January 1942, about a month after the
United States officially enteredWorldWar II.55Gov-
ernment efforts to garner support for the war ef-
fort at that time had an impact on the already
changing content and tone of FSA Historical Sec-
tion photographs. As Stryker had noted in a letter
dated May 2, 1942, to the section’s photographers,
“As regards our picture emphasis . . . the demand
is going to be more and more on statements of
strength.”56 In addition, Parks confronted chal-
lenges heightened by his identity as an African
American photographer at a government agency
in a segregated city, a city that nonetheless was tak-
ing a newly central role on the world stage. “Wash-
ington, D.C. in 1942, bulged with racism,” Parks
wrote in his 1990 autobiography, Voices in the Mir-
ror. Of his experiences relocating with his family
to DC fromMinneapolis and Chicago, Parks wrote,
“In a very short time Washington was showing me
its real character. It was a hate-drenched city, honor-
ing my ignorance and smugly creating bad memo-
ries for me. . . . Not only was I deeply humiliated,
I was also deeply hurt and angered to a boiling
point . . . even here in the nation’s capital, the walls
of bigotry anddiscrimination stoodhigh and formi-
dable.”57 These circumstances influenced Parks’s
photography in DC, including his images that fea-
ture Roosevelt portraits in domestic interiors.
The story of how Stryker only reluctantly hired
Parks,not longbefore theHistorical Section’s trans-
fer to theOWI, is well known. Representatives from
the Rosenwald Fund, who had awarded Parks a fel-
lowship, persuadedStryker to take himon.58 “When
I went there,” Parks remembered, “Roy didn’t want
to take me into the FSA, but the Rosenwald people
were a part of that whole Rooseveltian thing. They
insisted.”59 Stryker feared the presence of a black
photographer in segregated Washington would in-
troduce tensions into his already troubled depart-
ment. He worried that Parks would have a difficult
time and that, for example, the white Southern lab-
oratory technicians would bristle at having to de-
velop his negatives. FSA scholars Barbara Orbach
and Nicholas Natanson suggest that, because Parks’s
work was subsidized by the Rosenwald Fund at first,
“Stryker was probably inclined to give thephotogra-
pher relatively free rein” before the Historical Sec-
tion moved to the Office of War Information and
Parks went on the government payroll. “As a result,
Fig. 16. Gordon Parks,Washington (southwest section), D.C.,
Negro Woman in Her Home, November 1942. (LC-USW3-
011059-C, FSA/OWI Collection, Prints and Photographs
Division, Library of Congress.)
55 In his autobiography, Voices in the Mirror, Parks writes that he
arrived in Washington, DC, in January 1942. The Gordon Parks
Foundation chronology lists his start date with the FSA as May
1942. Gordon Parks, Voices in the Mirror: An Autobiography (New
York: Doubleday, 1990), 81, http://www.gordonparksfoundation
.org/artist/chronology.
56 Cited in Delano, Photographic Memories, 84.
57 Parks, Voices in the Mirror, 81.
58 Parks was one of thirty-seven artists to receive a Rosenwald
for painting, sculpture, or photography from 1928 to 1948.
59 Martin H. Bush, “A Conversation with Gordon Parks,” in
The Photographs of Gordon Parks (Wichita, KS: Edwin A. Ulrich Mu-
seum of Art, Wichita State University, 1983), 56.
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the photos Parks took prior to being officially hired
by the OWI are some of the most adventuresome
that appear in the file from the period.”60 However,
Parks also expressed frustration that he was not sent
on projects outside the District like the other pho-
tographers and that Stryker prevented him from
having an exhibition of his work at Howard Univer-
sity because he thought that Parks was not “ready.”61
There’s no doubt fromParks’s autobiographies and
the scholarship on the section that Parkswas treated
differently than the other FSA photographers.
Parks nonetheless considered his approximately
two years with the FSA and OWI formative and ex-
pressed gratitude for the training that Stryker ulti-
mately provided. Before Stryker gave him any assign-
ments in the field, Parks spent time studying the
photographs already in the file. When he started
taking pictures, Stryker suggested one of his first
assignments, which consisted of getting to know
and doing a series on the office building’s cleaning
woman, Ella Watson. The photographs that Parks
produced as he followed her with his camera at
work, at home with her grandchildren, at the gro-
cery story, and at church include one of the images
for which he has become most famous, the photo-
graph of Watson standing with a mop and a broom
in front of an American flag, known as American
Gothic (August 1942).
By October of that year, the section was trans-
ferred to the Office of War Information, which
had a more pointedly propagandistic mission than
the FSA.Orbach andNatansonhave written in their
study of black World War II–era Washington, DC,
that “the move [to the OWI] confirmed an already
growing trend away from FSA’s trademark depic-
tions of America’s ill-fed, ill-clothed, and ill-housed,
in favor ofmore encouraging views of bustling activ-
ity in American defense centers and a quality of life
worth fighting for.”62 A number of photographers
who worked for both the FSA andOWI have written
about the shift in focus of their assignments. De-
spite the narrower mandate, though, and Parks’s
frustration with not being givenmore varied assign-
ments outside theDistrict, DC proved to be a fruitful
subject for Parks. Moreover, the city was at the heart
of an increasingly politically active black community
fighting for desegregation, anti-discrimination, and
anti-lynching legislation. Roosevelt did not sign anti-
lynching legislation or desegregate themilitary, but
his administration’s rhetoric of equality, the grow-
ing support for civil rights by influential whites in
DC, and FDR’s Black Cabinet nurtured black po-
litical organization. The 1940 presidential election
had marked a continued shift to the Democratic
Party for African American voters who felt a new
connection with the federal government despite
the ambivalent racial legacy of FDR’s New Deal, a
connection that Parks chose to highlight inhis pho-
tograph of the DC woman at the same time that he
left room for viewers to ponder its truth.
Parks also took at least three other photographs
featuring the prominent display of FDRportraiture.
His series of the charwoman Ella Watson, made in
August 1942, includes two photographs of a Chi-
nese laundry beneathWatson’s apartment.One fea-
tures the owner, Johnnie Lew, standing beside a cal-
endar illustrated with Roosevelt’s portrait (fig. 17),
and one focuses on the FDR calendar in the empty
laundry interior (with Watson visible in the back-
ground). The Roosevelt portrait on the calendar is
from 1933 (see fig. 3). In the photo of Johnnie
Lew, the subject and Roosevelt’s portrait are posi-
tioned roughly at eye level with one another. They
confront the viewer together as if to accentuate the
connection between nation (there is also an Amer-
ican flag visible behind Lew’s proper left shoulder)
and the immigrant business owner. At the same time,
the picture conveys some of the contradiction pres-
ent in Parks’s better-known American Gothic. Lew’s
palpable exhaustion is manifest in his sloped shoul-
ders, wrinkled shirt, and the cigarette limply hang-
ing from the corner of his mouth. The room is filled
with pressed and starched shirts, wrapped neatly in
brown paper, tagged, and tied with string. The piles
of shirts, worn by men who work white-color jobs,
perhaps in finance or government, and the clock
and calendar on the wall all point to the relentless
day in anddayout ofLew’s labor.Moreover, the con-
tradiction latent in Parks’s photograph is under-
scored by the immigration restrictions still in place
in August 1942. Though China and the United
States were allies in World War II, it would not be
until December that the Chinese Exclusion Repeal
Act was signed into law, permitting Chinese immi-
gration for thefirst time since thenineteenth century.
Even so, quotas on Chinese immigrants remained
low, and the act continued to ban ownership of prop-
erty and businesses by the Chinese.
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A couple of months earlier, Parks took his first
photograph in the District to feature a Roosevelt
portrait. The scholarship on Parks usually identi-
fies his August 1942 Ella Watson series as his first
FSA work; however, photographic lot 158 is dated
June 1942, two months before the Watson series,
and the same month in which Parks made over
thirty other photographs of African American sub-
jects and theirhomes in the southwest section of the
District (lot 160). For this smaller series (lot 158),
Parks photographed the black labor crews working
on a demolition project along Independence Ave-
nue (tomake way formore government buildings).
He also took some predemolition shots of the in-
teriors of the buildings. A couple of them include
white children perched on window ledges, butmost
show interiors that are desolate, save for detritus
and a few left-behind effects. In one, a decorative
iron grate lies amid the rubble, and another shows
sheet music on the floor of an empty church. In-
terior of a House Being Wrecked on Independence Avenue
shows the room of an empty home, on the far wall
of which hangs a portrait of FDR (the same signed
inauguration portrait in Parks’s D.C. Negro woman
in her bedroom), the only personal effect in an other-
wise desolate space (fig. 18). This series has an
atmospheric elegiac quality that invites the contem-
plation of the passage of time and presages the oc-
currence of that theme in Parks’s photos of John-
nie Lew and the DC woman. The Interior of a House
is evidence of the photographer’s interest in Roose-
velt as a signifier of national allegiance, starting
with his very first FSA photographs. After his trans-
fer to the OWI, this visual thread would culminate
in the D.C. Negro woman in her bedroom images.
Parks employs FDR’s portrait similarly to the way
he uses the American flag in American Gothic or the
smaller American flag in his picture of Johnnie Lew
in the laundry. In his photos, Roosevelt signifies na-
tional citizenship, belonging, and hope for the dis-
enfranchised like Lew, Watson, and the DC woman.
However, the desolation of the FDR portrait in the
abandoned home, and the lack of connection be-
tween FDR and the DC woman, also express Parks’s
ambivalence. They do not explicitly critique Roose-
velt for his failure to end discrimination in New
Fig. 17. Gordon Parks, Washington, D.C., Johnnie Lew, owner of the laundry under the apartment of
Mrs. Ella Watson, August 1942. (LC-USF34-T01-013510-C, FSA/OWI Collection, Prints and
Photographs Division, Library of Congress.)
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Deal programs but rather recognize the limits of
his ability to end discrimination, segregation, and
racial violence in the 1940s. Though black support
for Roosevelt was strong in 1940, some analysts had
predicted a shift back to the Republican Party be-
cause voters were disillusioned by the administra-
tion’s failure to pass anti-lynching legislation, end
discrimination inNewDeal programs, and end seg-
regation in the armed forces.63 An article in the
Philadelphia magazine, the Brown American, stated
in April 1941 that the “Democrats must be informed
Fig. 18. Gordon Parks, Washington, D.C., Interior of house being wrecked on Independence Avenue,
June 1942. (LC-USF34- 013341-C, FSA/OWI Collection, Prints and Photographs Division, Li-
brary of Congress.)
63 Weiss, Farewell to the Party of Lincoln, 267.
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that they cannot lull us to sleep by putting their arms
around our necks in the North and a rope around
our necks in the South.”64 Throughout his presi-
dency, Roosevelt put the passage of his New Deal
legislation first, which required the continued sup-
port of Southern Democrats whom FDR did not
want to risk alienating by taking a strong stand on
civil rights issues. The FSA helped hundreds of Af-
ricanAmerican farmers buy land andenabled thou-
sands to rehabilitate their land. FSA funds helped
black farmers significantly reduce their debt by de-
creasing their reliance on planters for seed and
credit. Yet “the net impact on black farming com-
munities was negative.” “Good intentions from the
top improved the lives of many black families but
could not level the playing field. The structural im-
pediments, compounded by the racism of local ad-
ministrators, proved insurmountable.”65 However,
the New Deal, while administered unfairly on the
local level, and therefore rife with inequities, none-
theless “made the difference between food and star-
vation, allowed children to stay in school and fami-
lies to keep their houses and provided new access
to skills and jobs.”66 As a photographer aiming to
use his camera for social justice, Parks would not
have been able to ignore brewing African American
discontent with Roosevelt’s inaction in the area of
race matters at the same time that he recognized
thepresident’saccomplishments, includingthe land-
mark 1941 executive order, and all that had won
him the black vote in 1940.
Parks himself had benefited from the adminis-
tration’s New Deal programs. He joined the Civilian
Conservation Corps from 1933 to 1934, an expe-
rience he later wrote of appreciatively and credited
toRoosevelt. Even though theRosenwald Fund sub-
sidized his work for the FSA, Stryker officially put
him on the government payroll when theHistorical
Section moved to the OWI in 1942. Parks credited
his work for Stryker with giving him the training
he needed to land his dream job at Life magazine
in 1948. Moreover, he first met the artists who en-
couraged him to apply for the Rosenwald Fund fel-
lowship at Chicago’s SouthsideArt Center, a cultural
center funded by the Works Progress Administra-
tion (where Parks also had one of his first photogra-
phy exhibitions). Of the artists whose work he saw
exhibited at the art center, like Charles White, Jack
Levine, and Ben Shahn, Parks wrote, “they were
showing me that art could be most effective in ex-
pressing discontent, while suggesting that the cam-
era, in the right hands, could do the same.”67Many
of the breaks Parks had had during the Depression
he ascribed on some level to New Deal programs.
Parks’s photographs may only subtly raise ques-
tions about Roosevelt and the racial politics of the
New Deal (they do not show black demonstrators
or protests, for example), but they stand out among
other pictures produced by federally funded photog-
raphers, as well as from those by many other black
photographers who captured black urban life in
the 1930s and 1940s. Perhaps, as Orbach and Na-
tanson have suggested, Parks’s status as a Rosen-
wald fellowprior toOctober1942gavehim freedom.
His photographs fromJune1942 includemany shots
of African American children playing outside ram-
shackle homes amid bedsprings and household de-
tritus. A photograph of a boy in a stained shirt sit-
ting in a cramped kitchen and looking forlornly
up and out of the frame of the photograph bears
the caption “Young boy who lives near the nation’s
capital” to underscore the inadequacy of govern-
ment aid to poor black families. Another photo-
graph of a young amputee on crutches, standing
on his apartment building’s stoop, viewed from be-
hind from within the building’s dark narrow en-
trance hall, is accompanied by the caption “Wash-
ington, D.C. young boy standing in the doorway
of his home on Seaton Road in the northwest sec-
tion. His leg was cut off by a streetcar while he was
playing in the street” (fig. 19). Another shows a
child, wearing nothing at all but a threadbare tee
shirt, playing on the front porch of her home. As
Parks recollected, Stryker had warned him of the
difficulty of photographing bigotry. “The evil of its
effect, however,” Parks wrote, “was discernable in
the black faces of the oppressed and their blighted
neighborhood lying within the shadows of the Cap-
itol.”68 Though the photographs that Parks took
later that year in November also include the dismal
living conditions of black children in Washington,
DC, the ones he took in June are less forgiving in
their exposure of suffering. It is possible that these
earlier FSA pictures pick up where his photographs
for his exhibit at the Southside Art Center in Chi-
cago left off. Photographing Chicago’s south side
convinced him, Parks wrote, “that even the cheap64 Oscar DePriest, “From a Republican Viewpoint,” Brown Amer-
ican, April 1941, 9.
65 Cheryl Lynn Greenberg, To Ask for an Equal Chance: African
Americans and the Great Depression (Lanham, MD: Rowman and
Littlefield, 2009), 61.
66 Ibid., 43.
67 Parks, Voices in the Mirror, 75.
68 Ibid., 84.
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camera I had bought was capable of making a seri-
ous comment on the human condition.”69 Of his
impulse to take those images of Chicago’s south side,
he recalled, “the Saturday I started poking around
the south side with my camera, I knew that more
than anything else I wanted to strike at the evil of
poverty. And here it was, under my feet, all around
and above me. I could point the camera in any di-
rection and record it. My own brush with it was mo-
tive enough, yet this landscape of ash piles, garbage
heaps, tired tenements and littered streets was worse
than any I had seen. Everything looked wrecked
and bombed out: this is what I would photograph
and submit for the Rosenwald fellowship.”70 The
Chicago pictures that Parks describes taking are
no longer extant, but the early photographs Parks
took in theDistrict certainly underscored theplight
of impoverished black urban dwellers and went fur-
ther in doing so than other FSA photographs.71
JohnVachon’s images of blackurbanChicago, how-
ever, are notable for having the distinction of be-
ing among the only photographs in the FSA file to
show African American protestors and demonstra-
tors, something that Parks did not capture.72
There is no evidence that more than a few of
Parks’s photos of the District from June or Novem-
ber 1942 were published in the 1940s. Even many
of the photographs of African American working-
class life in Chicago taken by Russell Lee and Ed
Rosskamwith the express intent of illustrating Rich-
ard Wright’s 12 Million Black Voices were not pub-
lished. “Only nineteen Chicago pictures ultimately
made it into 12 Million Black Voices, and most of the
others, apparently not circulated to media outlets,
never appeared in print before the 1970s.”73 As for
Parks’s photos of the District, two photographs ap-
pear in the November 1943 issue of Survey Graphic:
Washington (southwest section) D.C. negro children in the
front door of their home (November 1942) and Wash-
ington D.C. A family which lives in the Southwest area
( June1942). The spread is titled “Rimof the South,”
and the photographs are labeled “Washington Pho-
tographs by Gordon Roger Parks.” There is a three-
sentence biographical blurb that reads, in part, Parks
“has a fine eye for composition, and his studies of liv-
ing conditions amonghis ownpeople in thenational
capital are outstanding.” A longer article, “Gordon
Parks’ [sic] Photographs,” illustrated by eight photos,
including two of his DC pictures, appeared the fol-
lowing month in U.S. Camera. Stryker did little to
challenge the media’s underrepresentation of black
lives. In a letter to Dorothea Lange while she was on
assignment photographing tenant farmers in the
South in 1937, he asked her to place an emphasis
“on the white tenants since we know that these will
receivemuchwideruse.”74Thewhitepress still largely
Fig. 19. GordonParks,Washington, D.C., Young boy standing
in the doorway of his home on Seaton Road in the northwest section,
June 1942. (LC-USF34- 013300-C, FSA/OWI Collection,
Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress.)
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excluded photographs of African American sub-
jects unless they reinforced stereotypes, and theblack
press, in an effort to counteract negative stereotypes,
tended to exclusively print photographs of black
success. The Harlem-based photographer Morgan
Smith tookpictures of anti-lynchingdemonstrations
and “Don’t Buy Where You Can’t Work” protests
but struggled to find a market for his socially and
politically oriented images in the black press.75Deb-
orah Willis similarly shows how the Scurlock broth-
ers and Robert McNeill, photographers of the black
DC scene in the 1940s, primarily “worked diligently
to increase the visibility of black intellectuals, musi-
cians, artists, andpoliticians in theD.C. area.”76With-
out a receptive venue in the white or black press,
Parks’s photographs from the 1940s were not seen
widely until much later, after he had had a long
successful career as a photojournalist, filmdirector,
and writer. Looking today at his DC photos that in-
corporate portraits of FDR, we see a young photog-
rapher striving to make his mark in the world of
photography, to picture black life in DC, and to
come to termswith a keenly felt sense of racial injus-
tice, all the while seeking inspiration from the FSA
photographers who preceded him.
After the Historical Section was transferred to
the OWI, Parks was still doing all of the things men-
tioned above, but he also was making images to gar-
ner support for the war by showing the unity of the
American people and strength of US industry. Thus
the prominence of FDR’s portrait in Parks’s D.C.
Negro woman in her bedroom images, taken about a
month after the section’s transfer to the OWI, may
be explained in part by the section’s new propagan-
distic emphasis and its desire to express national
strength. Two of Parks’s OWI photographs would
be reproduced in the 1944 edition of the U.S. Cam-
era Annual, but unlike his photos that appeared in
Survey Graphic the year before, these were war indus-
try shots, and the whole issue was devoted to World
War II. Parks continued tobe frustratedby instances
of racism, though, even as the tenor of Historical
Sectionphotography changeddramatically in a very
short time. As an OWI employee, Parks received an
assignment to photograph black fighter pilots in
the newly created 99th Pursuit Squadron. He ap-
plied for war correspondent credentials to cover
the 332nd Fighter Group’s training at an airbase
near Detroit. The day before the men finally were
set to sail, he was evicted from their embarkation
port with the explanation that his credentials, re-
cently cleared by the Pentagon, were mysteriously
out of order.His chance to follow the pilots overseas
was foiled due to resistance from conservative pol-
iticians on Capitol Hill who did not want to give
publicity to black soldiers.77 “There were indig-
nities to confront even as those men trained to
defend people who spattered them with intoler-
ance. . . . In general, the treatment given those air-
men by whites surrounding the base, was, by far,
worse than what they would have received in the
countries of America’s enemies.” Parks wrote of
his brief military experience, “My intentions by
now were to somehow rise above [the indignities]
by harnessing my frustration and anger and using
them tomy advantage.”78 Before, during, and after
his work for the FSA, Parks’s experience of racism
had an indelible impact on his life and photogra-
phy. That experience comes into focus in the am-
bivalent image, D.C. Negro woman in her bedroom, and
helps recover the complexity of Roosevelt’s image
duringWorldWar II as a source ofmorale and faith,
but also potentially as a sign of false promise. The
contradictions in this image, as well as the differ-
ences between Parks’s and Delano’s photographs
featuring FDR portraits, reflect the inherent insta-
bility of presidential portraits’ meanings through-
outUShistory. Their variablemessages are the prod-
uct of, among other factors, the contexts in which
they are displayed, understood, and pictured.
The History of Domestic Presidential
Portraiture Display
Another facet to understanding the work of Parks,
Delano, and other photographers who recorded
Roosevelt portraits in domestic settings is their place
within the wider history of the display of US presi-
dential portraiture. Historian Nancy Weiss, in her
study of black support for FDR, cites anecdotal evi-
dence of the display of FDR portraiture in African75 Melissa Rachleff, “Morgan and Marvin Smith and the Con-
struction of Power, 1934–43,” in Lusaka and Willis, Visual Jour-
nal, 21. Prints in the Marvin and Morgan Smith Collection at
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lynching and labor and housing discrimination demonstrations.
Box 11, Morgan and Marvin Smith Collection, 1933–68, Photo-
graphs Division, Schomburg Center, New York Public Library.
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American homes, including politician Basil Pater-
son’s recollection that “every black home you went
into, you saw apicture of FranklinRoosevelt, framed.”
Weiss writes that African Americans “not only voted
for President Roosevelt—they idolized him. They
hung his picture—often a full-page campaign pho-
tograph cut out of a newspaper—beside that of
Christ or Lincoln on the walls of their homes.”79
Earlier, during Roosevelt’s 1932 campaign, when
the allegiance ofAfricanAmerican voters first started
to shift away from the party of Lincoln, the editor
of the Pittsburgh Courier, Robert Vann, said, “I see
millions of Negroes turning the pictures of Abra-
ham Lincoln to the wall.”80 In this last comment,
the practice of displaying a presidential portrait is
used as metaphor for allegiance and support. Soci-
ologist Barry Schwartz has suggested that “African
Americans transferred to Roosevelt the reverence
theyhadonce reserved forLincoln.. . . Roosevelt sim-
ply overshadowed him. No president had ever done
so much, in a material way, for the African Ameri-
can people.”81 Roosevelt’s portrait presided over the
homes of black and white Americans from the early
thirties until well after his death in 1945, making him
part of an elite group of presidents and political
notables, including George Washington, Abraham
Lincoln, John F. Kennedy, Martin Luther King, and
BarackObama, whose likenesses became fixtures of
the American popular imagination (fig. 20). As if
in response to the African Americanman in Detroit
who said “to hell with any more elections, we’re
gonnamake [Roosevelt] king,”Parks captured FDR’s
portrait reigning, sovereign-like,over theDCwoman’s
bedroom.82
Despite the gratitudemanyAmericans felt toward
FDR, he was not the first or last president whose
likenessAmericansdisplayed.Portraitsofpublicfig-
ures were first brought into American homes in sig-
nificant numbers with the advent of new reproduc-
tion technologies in the nineteenth century, and
some say that George Washington’s death in 1799
helped fuel the burgeoning print industry.83 In the
early nineteenth century, a Russian visitor wrote, “ev-
ery American considers it his sacred duty to have a
likeness of Washington in his home, just as we have
images of God’s saints.”84 By the 1830s, affordable
political portraits were a staple of lithographyfirms,
and they entered the private sphere in a variety of
formats. During the Civil War, decorated envelopes
regularly bore the likenesses ofGeorgeWashington
andAbrahamLincoln andwere collected bymiddle-
class families in scrapbooks and albums.85 As histo-
rian Steven Boyd has shown, the miniature Lincoln
portraits that adorned thousands of envelopes dur-
ing the Civil War helped make him a familiar pre-
sence for many Americans who otherwise may have
had little opportunity to see Lincoln’s face. Most
printmakers, as well as daguerreotypists like Mat-
thew Brady, pictured politicians and eminent men
during the Civil War era as “icons of virtue and po-
litical stability.”86
Later in the century, by the 1880s, the industrial-
ized mass production of photographs and other
images further democratized political portraits. Ed-
ucators andprogressive era reformers purchased in-
expensive art reproductions for schools and settle-
ment houses for the purposes of enlightenment
and assimilation.87 Tastemakers and critics had
clear opinions about what constituted appropriate
domestic décor, such as notable historical person-
ages and canonical paintings by the Old Masters.
Though Abraham Lincoln was second to Washing-
ton in popularity for much of the late nineteenth
century, by1909 admiration for Lincoln had grown,
thanks in part to reformers adopting him as a sym-
bol of inclusion.88 The Chicago Lincoln Jubilee, a
semicentennial celebration of emancipation in 1915,
featured an exhibition of Lincoln memorabilia, and
vendors also sold mass-produced “images of his-
toric figures like Frederick Douglass and Sojourner
Truth” for African American visitors “keen on dec-
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orating their flats or houses with emblems of black
cultural pride.”89
The widespread production, distribution, and
display of Roosevelt prints started with his first elec-
tion in 1932, not long after Congress began cele-
brating the bicentennial of George Washington’s
birth. Art historian Adam Greenhalgh has written
about the Congressional Bicentennial Commission’s
distribution of prints of Gilbert Stuart’s already-
iconicAthenaeumpaintingofWashingtontoschool-
rooms, railroad stations, post offices, churches, and
other public gathering places. The commission in-
tended Washington’s likeness, and the lessons of
his life, to serve as an example and to foster solidar-
ity during the Depression. Greenhalgh shows how
the printed portraits, distributed by Forbe’s Lithog-
raphy Company, became a cult image in America’s
civil religion.90 Lincoln’s image, too, experienced
a resurgence of popularity. Lincoln’s popularity
peaked during the Depression and World War II,
due partially to “an ‘upsurge of national awareness’
[and] a recognition that America was one country;
its problems, national problems.”91 The practice of
displaying Roosevelt portraits in the home was a
part of this larger trend of national awareness and
of the new connectedness between the federal gov-
ernment and the individual spoken of byDuBois.92
Roosevelt’s likeness also crossed boundaries.
Cultural historian John Kasson, in a recent study
on Shirley Temple, shows how politics and com-
mercial art and entertainment all responded to the
challenges of the Great Depression by creating “a
regime of confidence and cheer.”93 He draws a
Fig. 20. Via family at supper, Greene County, Virginia, ca. 1950s. (Robinson and Via Family Papers, Archives Center,
National Museum of American History, Smithsonian Institution.)
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comparison between Shirley Temple’s sunny dispo-
sition and FDR’s smile and laugh to underscore the
nation’s emotional needs in the 1930s. On the one
hand, an inexpensive portrait purchased for a cou-
ple of cents from a picture company like Perry Pic-
tures might serve the lofty function of education and
assimilation. On the other hand, Roosevelt’s por-
traits might be placed in the same category as a
print of Shirley Temple’s smiling face (fig. 21) as
a source of morale and emotional uplift.
The Power and Limits of Presidents
and Their Portraits
Though the FSA collectionmight seem a safe space
to find imagery celebrating Roosevelt and the ad-
miration ordinary Americans felt forhim, FSApho-
tographs are far more complex than that and diffi-
cult to read as either straightforward propaganda
or historical record. In Believing Is Seeing (Observa-
tions on the Mysteries of Photography), documentary
filmmakerErrolMorris revisits a discovery first writ-
ten about by art historian James Curtis regarding
photographer Walker Evans’s practice of moving
furniture in sharecropper cabins in Hale County,
Alabama.Morris focuses on thepresence of an alarm
clock in one of Evans’s photographs and whether
or not Evans staged the image by placing the clock
on the mantle in his subjects’ home. Morris writes,
“our lives are partially defined by ephemera, ad-
dress books, bus tickets, campaign buttons. A trail
of detritus. But do we have the right bits and pieces
of detritus—the right evidence—toanswer theques-
tion: didEvans put the alarmclock there? . . . the case
of the inappropriate alarm clock demonstrates an
important point: Try as we might, there are limits
to what can be recovered from a photograph.”94
There’s no reason to question the existence of a
Roosevelt portrait in the DC woman’s bedroom
that Parks photographed in November 1942, espe-
cially given the anecdotal evidence of the display of
FDR portraits in black homes and the existence of
numerous photographs in the FSA/OWI file show-
ing the practice in white households. However, the
presence of the very same portrait in Parks’s June
1942 photograph of a soon to be demolished home
on Independence Avenue at least introduces the
possibility that Parks may have placed the FDR por-
traits in the interiors that he photographed. It is
no secret that Parks, like other FSA photographers,
shifted items in subjects’ homes. Natanson has shown
how Parks likely moved a bible and a photograph
in Ella Watson’s apartment to intensify juxtaposi-
tions.95 Whether or not he added items like the
Rooseveltportrait is open to conjecture. Just asMor-
ris explains that “the [Evans] photograph can’t tell
us where the alarm clock came from. All it can do is
record its presence in the scene at that moment,”
the same is ultimately true of the Parks photos fea-
turing FDR from his third inauguration.96
That Roosevelt’s portraits servedmultiple func-
tions for the people who displayed them and the
photographers who captured their display cannot
be questioned after examining examples of the
practice pictured by Delano, Parks, and others.
The portraits served the function of morale build-
ing, emotional sustenance, inspiration, and faith
Fig. 21. Surplus Commodities: School Lunch Program,
ca. 1936. (Photo, Franklin D. Roosevelt Presidential Li-
brary and Museum, Hyde Park, NY.)
94 Errol Morris, Believing Is Seeing (Observations on the Mysteries of
Photography) (New York: Penguin, 2011), 146.
95 Nicholas Natanson, The Black Image in the New Deal: The Pol-
itics of FSA Photography (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press,
1992), 183.
96 Morris, Believing Is Seeing, 146.
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at a fragile moment in US history marked by eco-
nomic depression, war, and the beginnings of the
civil rights movement. The emphasis Delano and
Parks both placed on FDR portraits in their early
1940s photographs acknowledges Roosevelt’s po-
litical prominence at a moment of domestic and
foreign uncertainty and change. However, Parks’s
photographs most forcefully engage with the com-
plex meanings of the portraits by suggesting the
limits of Roosevelt’s power to navigate the nation’s
challenges and unify a diverse citizenry. His photo-
graphD.C.Negrowoman inher bedroom, viewed through
a twenty-first-century lens, also tells us something
about the power and limits of the Roosevelt por-
traits themselves (as opposed to Roosevelt the man
and president). Symbols, as political theorist Dan-
ielle Allen has argued, help manage the psychologi-
cal tension that arises from powerlessness. If dem-
ocratic citizens rule themselves, they do so fully, she
contends, only in their symbol worlds.97 The endur-
ing sway of such symbols is evident today in the
groundswell of popular admiration for the portraits
of former president and first lady Barack and Mi-
chelle Obama commissioned by the National Por-
traitGallery (NPG) inWashington,DC, andunveiled
during Donald Trump’s presidency on February 12,
2018. The portraits of husband and wife, painted by
artists Kehinde Wiley and Amy Sherald, respectively,
instantly spread far and wide on digital media and
brought record-breaking crowds to the museum.
More people visited the NPG during the month of
the unveiling than in any single month for the last
three years, with many visitors waiting in line for
over an hour to take photographs of themselves with
the portraits.98 It is likely that print reproductions
of the paintings will be displayed in businesses
andhomes, just as photographic portraits of Barack
Obama have been.99 The NPG gift shop sold out of
its first shipment ofObamamerchandise in a single
weekend. Moreover, from the positive reception of
Sherald’s painting of Michelle Obama, confirmed
by the NPG’s director as the most popular portrait
of a first lady in the museum’s collection, and as
popular as the president’s, it is possible that her
portrait will endure to an extent never before expe-
rienced by the former wife of a US president (with
the possible exception of Hillary Clinton, who ran
for president herself).100 The unprecedented popu-
larity of her portrait raises many questions about
the power of such images, their relationship to feel-
ings of pride, nostalgia, hope, and desire, and how
they communicate connections between citizen and
state. Digital and print reproductions of Michelle
Obama’s portrait, not to mention future portraits
of the nation’s first woman president, whomever
shemay be, will have a role to play in the twenty-first
century just as complex as that of Roosevelt during
the Great Depression and World War II.
97 Danielle Allen, Talking to Strangers: Anxieties of Citizenship
since Brown v. Board of Education (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 2004), 22.
98 Elena Goukassian, “Obama Portraits Bring Record Traffic to
the National Portrait Gallery,” April 1, 2018, hyperallergic.com,
https://hyperallergic.com/435235/obama-portraits-bring-record
-traffic-national-portrait-gallery/.
99 Photographs of Obama portraits displayed in homes and
businesses are reproduced in Whitten Sabbatini and Natalie Y.
Moore, “At Home with Barack and Michelle,” New York Times, Sun-
day Review, January 14, 2017, https://nyti.ms/2jGCzgJ.
100 Goukassian, “Obama Portraits Bring Record Traffic to the
National Portrait Gallery.”
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